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One hundred and forty-three children (61 boys and 82 girls) between
8 and 12 years of age participated in a study which focused on
closeness to significant others and its relationship with self-esteem.
A closeness rating scale was developed to determine quantitatively
how close children feel to their mother, father, two closest peers,
and current teacher. Marsh's (1990) eight general self-concept items
from the Self-Description Questionnaire 1 (SDQ1), together with
eight items from Burnett's (1994) Self-Scale, were administered to
the children, who ranged in age from S- to 12 years, to measure
their self-esteem. Closeness to mother was found to correlate most
significantly with a child's self-esteem, while closeness to teacher
was related more strongly to self-esteem for girls than for boys.
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The relationships that children have with significant others in their lives influences
the perceptions that they hold ofthemselves. Children's reflections on the opinions
or perceived opinions of significant others contribute to the formation of their
self-esteem (Shavelson & Bolus, 1982; Shavelson, Hubner, & Stanton, 1976). The
question often posed is who actually possesses the greatest influence on the
development of self-esteem. Juhasz (1989) attempted to answer this question by
examining the influence of significant others on children's self-esteem using
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qualitative methodology. A structured set of open-ended questions was used to
determine who was significant and why. Fifth and sixth grade children were asked
to nominate and rank order others by importance, and to explain what these
significant others did or said to make the individual feel good or bad about
themselves. It was found that parents were nominated as being most significant
followed by peers, siblings, grandparents and other relatives, and teachers. However,
limitations oftheJuhasz study were that it did not investigate the separate influence
of mothers and fathers and it did not investigate the intensity of the relationships
with significant others.
It is in the family that we first learn about ourselves, others, and relationships.
Of particular interest is the relationship between children's perceptions of their
parent's behaviour and their self-esteem development. Studies have reported
correlations between aspects ofpa.rental support and children's self-esteem (Felson
& Zielinski, 1989; Gecas & Schwalbe, 1986; Hoelter & Harper, 1987). Of note is
the Felson an~ Zielinski study which investigated the relationship between parental
su,pport and ~elf-esteem, using a sample of 373 fourth and fifth grade students.
. Parental support was measured using praise, communication, affection, favouritism,
criticism; and punishment. Collectively these dimensions can be conceptualised as
indices of closeness. The results suggested that parental support was related to
children's self-esteem with the effect greater for girls than boys ofthis age. However,
Felson and Zielinski pointed out that the data should only be interpreted with
regard to the age groups surveyed.
Litovsky and Dusek (1985) also investigated the relationship between
aspects ofchild-rearing practices and self-esteem development during the early
adolescent years. The results supported the hypothesis that a warm, caring
environment, suggestive of closeness to parents, impacted positively on the
self-esteem of the early adolescent. Paulson, Hill, and Holmbeck (1991)
investigated the relationship between perceived closeness to parents and
children's self-esteem using seventh-grade boys and girls. Closeness was
conceptualised as a specific facet of parental warmth, representing mutual
intimacy, positive affection, and self-disclosure and was measured using a four-
item scale which examined the expression ofaffection and self-disclosure. Self-
esteem was measured using the revised Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg
& Simmons, 1971). The results indicated that children's perceptions of closeness
to parents were significantly related to self-esteem in all four parent-child dyads:
mother-son, mother-daughter, father-son, father-daughter. The results further
indicated that the children perceived greater closeness with their mothers than
with their fathers.Youniss and Smollar (1985) explained similar findings in terms
ofthe time spent with children by mothers compared to the time spent by fathers.
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Paulson et al. (1991) suggested that their findings indicated that closeness is a
facet ofparent-child relationships worthy offurther investigation.The importance
ofinvestigating the relationship between closeness to mother and father and children's
self-esteem in the early adolescent is highlighted by the continuing influence that
parents have on the adolescent's self-esteem. Studies have reported that the quality
of the relationship with parents continues to be a significant influence on the self-
esteem of the child as he or she becomes an older adolescent (Margolin, Blyth, &
Carbone, 1988;Walker & Greene, 1986).
& a means of providing a link between the influence of parents and the
influence of peers on self-esteem,Van Lieshout,Van Aken, and Van Seyen (1990)
proposed a developmental model of peer relations which was influenced by two
accomplishments ofmother-child relations.These involved the use of the mother
as a secure base from which the child explores the environment, and the
responsiveness of the mother. They noted that the role of the mother does not
decrease as development occurs, but rather is augmented by relations with other
referents, such as peers.This model implies that closeness to peers should be related
to closeness to mothers and that both should be related to self-esteem.
Clark and Drewry (1985) examined the effect of similarity and reciprocity on
dyadic friendship choices.They found that friendship choices were made by children
who were similar inpopularity and self-esteem.Additionally,an attempt to create closeness
to socially desirable peers was evident in some of the non-reciprocal dyads. Clark and
Drewry suggested that this may be a way ofenhancing their own self-esteem and status
within the class. Morgan and Kafer (1985) reported a relationship between a child's
level of friendship expectation and his or her self-esteem.The results of these studies
suggest that closeness to peers may be related to self-esteem and are worthy offurther
investigation in that regard. In addition to research described thus far, studies have
found that school experiences and teachers' ratings of closeness to their students are
related to their students' self-esteem (Hoge, Smit, & Hanson, 1990; ltskowitz, Navon, &
Strauss, 1989), but little or no research has investigated children's perception ofcloseness
to their current teacher and its relationship with self-esteem.
Aims of the Study
The literature suggests that closeness to significant others (parents, peers, and teachers)
is related to children's self-esteem. However, the previous research has some
limitations.The relationship has tended to be investigated qualitatively. Moreover,
there is a lack ofquantitative research which clearly operationalises both constructs,
particularly closeness. Additionally, the previous research has used samples which
were limited in terms of age range. This study aimed to examine the relationship
between closeness to significant others and self-esteem in upper primary school
children. The investigation of this relationship has both theoretical and practical
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implications. First, the relationship needs to be empirically demonstrated with clearly
operationalised constructs. Second, ifcloseness to a significant other is found to be
important then intervention studies can be planned to evaluate the impact on self-
esteem of enhancing the relationship with that person. It was hypothesised, based
on the research ofJuhasz (1989) and Paulson et al. (1991), that the degree ofself-
reported perceived closeness in relationships with significant others, namely, mother,
father, peers, and teacher will be positively and significantly related to children's
self-esteem. A further aim of the study was to investigate gender differences across
the five closeness variables, in addition to investigating the difference between
closeness to mother and to father. It was predicted, based on the findings ofPaulson
et al., that closeness to mother would be higher than closeness to father.
Method
Sample
One hundred and forty-three children in Grades 4 to 6 at two single-sex private
elementary schools in a large metropolitan area in Australia participated in the study.
This was a convenience sample where the second researcher had contacts.
Consequently, the findings cannot be considered to be representative or generalisable.
All students in the classes, other than those absent through illness on the day ofdata
collection, participated in the study. Some 57% (n=82) of the sample were girls.The
mean age for the total sample was 10.2 years, with a range of8 to 12 years.
Instrumentation
Self-esteem. Self-esteem was defined as the global beliefS and feelings that children
have about themselves as people,for example, being satisfied, happy, pleased with oneself
(Burnett, 1994).This description is in keeping with Rosenberg (1979), who described
self-esteem as the "totality of the individual's thoughts and feelings having reference to
himlherselfas a person" (p. 7).An index ofself-esteem was formed by adding together
the children's numerical responses on a 5-point nominal scale (True to False) for each
of16 items.The 16 items were formed by adding Marsh's (1990) eight General Self-
Concept items (e.g., "A lot of things about me are good", "In general, I like being the
way I am") to eight items from Bumett's Self-Scale (e.g.,"I feel happy with myself","I
feel satisfied","I feel proud ofmyself"). Marsh's items measure global beliefS or cognition's
about oneselfas a person, while Burnett's items tap the feeling or affective perceptions
of the self Burnett reported a close link (r= .78) between beliefand feeling statements
about the self Both sets of items have high reliability and sound validity: Marsh and
Burnett reported alpha coefficients of.81 and .88 for the cognitive and affective items
respectively. High scores on the scale represents high self-esteem.
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Closeness to significant others. Lackovic-Grgin and Dekovic (1990)
conceptualised significant others as a term used to refer to persons who occupy
high rank on an importance continuum and whose opinions are considered
meaningful.]uhasz (1989) considered significant others as those whose opinions
we desire, value, and respect. The Closeness Scale has five items and was
developed to measure the construct of closeness as perceived by the child.
Closeness was defined in a clear, concise fashion, being described on the response
sheet as the degree to which you really like someone, enjoy spending time
with someone, and enjoy listening to someone, and as that person being
important in your life.As opposed to earlier attempts to define closeness (Heider,
1958; Paulson et al., 1991), this definition provides a clear description ofelements
within the construct. It could be argued that the four aspects of this definition
reflect the intimacy and affection dimensions ofcloseness as defined by Paulson
et al. The children were asked to rate how close they felt to their mother,
father, two closest friends, and their current teacher. Consequently, the subj ect's
perceived closeness to the five significant others (mother, father, best friend,
second best friend, teacher) was represented by a numerical rating from 0 to
10, 0 representing low closeness and 10 representing very high closeness.
Procedure
The support of the two school principals was obtained and parental permission
was sought for the participation of the students. To ensure continuity, the
administration procedures were discussed at length with the teachers, all of
whom assisted with the administration process. The children participating in
the study were told that they would be answering questions relating to how
they felt about themselves and others. The children were asked to nominate
the two friends (in their class) that they felt closest to and record this on their
Closeness Rating Scales.
Results
Descriptive statistics for each of the dependent variables are presented inTable 1.
A Cronbach's alpha coefficient of .94 was found for the Self-Esteem Scale.
As expected, Self-Esteem and Closeness to Mother and Closeness to Father were
negatively skewed and leptokurtic, indicating that most children had high self-
esteem and perceived that they were close to their parents. The shape of these
distributions will have the effect ofunder-representing the true correlation between
these variables because of the limited range ofscores. Closeness to both peers and
teacher were normally distributed.
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Table 1 - Statistics for the Dependent Variables (N=143)
Scale
Self-esteem
Closeness to mother
Closeness to father
Closeness to peer 1
Closeness to peer 2
Closeness to teacher
M
65.8
9.6
9.1
8.3
7.5
6.4
SD
11.9
1.1
1.9
1.5
2.0
2.5
Range
16-80
0-10
0-10
0-10
0-10
0-10
Skewness
-1.22
-4.64
-2.77
-0.72
-0.91
-0.49
Kurtosis
1.80
26.40
7.73
-0.31
0.86
-0.26
The mean rating for Closeness to Mother was found to be higher than
the mean for Closeness to Father (9.6 vs. 9.1; 1(142) = 3.71, p<.001).
A MANOVA was computed to test for sex differences on each of the five
dependent variables.A significant multivariate difference was found (Pillais= .08;
F(5,131) = 2.31, p=.047), but the only univariate difference found was for
Closeness to Teacher (5.9 vs. 7.1; F(1,135) = 7.1,p=.009) indicating that the
boys reported feeling closer to their teacher than did the girls.
Pearson correlations were computed for the total sample and separately
for boys and girls and are presented in Table 2. The data for the two peers
were aggregated. Alpha was set to .004 as a control for experiment-wise
error rate.
Table 2 - Pearson Correlation Coefficients Between Closeness to Significant Others
and Self-Esteem
Self-esteem
Closeness to mother
Closeness to father
Closeness to peers
Closeness to teacher
* p > .05. ** .05 < p < .001.
Total
(N=143)
.41***
.28***
.32***
.30***
*** p<.OO1.
Boys
(n=61)
.40**
.19*
.33**
.26**
Girls
(n=82)
.43***
.34***
.33***
.36***
Correlations between Closeness to Mother and Closeness to Peers were
computed to test the hypotheses, generated from the Van Lieshout et al.
(1990) developmental model ofpeer relations, that closeness to peers should
be related to closeness to mothers. Correlation coefficients of .26, .23, and
.29 between closeness to mother and peers were found for the total, girl's,
and boy's samples, respectively. These were all significant at the .05 level
but not at the .004 level.
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Discussion
A significant but relatively small difference between closeness to mother and closeness
to father in favour of mother was found for the children involved in this study.
This finding supported the results ofprevious research (Paulson et al., 1991;Youniss &
Smollar, 1985)The other significant group difference indicated that the boys felt closer
to their current teacher than the girls.This finding needs to be treated cautiously and
validated in further research because the children came from single-sex schools, with
the boys all having male teachers and the girls having female teachers with one exception.
Overall, the results suggested that, in order of importance, closeness to mother,
peers, teacher, and father were related to the children's self-esteem.The results indicated
that there are significant relationships between closeness to significant others and self-
esteem, but it is closeness to particular significant others which is critical. It would
appear that although subjects ofthis age reported high rates ofcloseness to both mother
and father (9.6 and 9.1, respectively), closeness to mother was more closely related to
children's self-esteem than closeness to father for both boys and girls.
The smaller influence of closeness to father, in comparison to mother, has
been explained in terms of the smaller amount of time that fathers spend with
their children (youniss & Smollar, 1985). It should be noted that the relationship
between closeness to father and self-esteem was lowest, and not significant,
for boys. This finding is in contrast to the finding of a significant relationship
between closeness to father and son's self-esteem reported by Paulson et al. (1991).
The different age of the two samples may have contributed to this finding, the
Paulson et al. sample being older.
Closeness to teachers was found to be related to self-esteem, but more so for
girls than boys (r=.36 vs..26).The teacher-child relationship appeared to be more
important for girls than for boys with regards to self-esteem, despite boys reporting
higher rates of closeness to their teacher in this study. Interestingly, for the boys,
closeness to teacher was of greater significance with regard to their self-esteem,
than closeness to father. This finding, when coupled with the previous results,
suggests that time spent with a significant other may be more important to the
development of self-esteem than an index of the closeness of the relationship.
However, further data relating to how much time parents and teachers spend with
children would be needed to test this hypothesis.
As noted in the literature review,Van Lieshout et al. (1990) proposed a model
that implied that closeness to mother would be related to closeness to peers. The
correlations for each ofthe three samples were significant but small, accounting for
between 5.3% and 8.4% ofthe variationThese findings provide some weak empirical
support for the influence of relationship with mother on the formation of peer
relations and indicate that further research should be undertaken in this area.
Journal of Family Studies, Vo!. 2, No. 2, October 1996 127
Paul C. Burnett and vvayne Demnar
The characteristics of the sample used in this study are a limiting factor. It
would have strengthened the study to have a larger, more representative sample.
Additionally, it is important to note that it is perceived closeness from the perspective
of the child which has been measured in this study. Further research using other
indices ofcloseness are needed.The Closeness Rating Scale was developed specifically
for this study in the hope ofproviding a clear indication of how close the subjects
felt to specific significant others. It should be noted that the range was limited,
although it was apparent that the subjects had cognitively weighted their responses
with regard to how close they felt to different significant others. Future measurement
ofcloseness could investigate various elements ofcloseness in an attempt to further
differentiate subjects on the "closeness to significant others" continuum. As well,
the psychometric properties of the scale await investigation.
Conclusion
The results of this study highlight the relationship between closeness to significant
others and self-esteem in upper primary school children. Closeness to mother was
found to have the highest relationship with self-esteem; closeness to father had the
lowest relationship, and was found not to be related to the self-esteem of boys.
These findings suggest that fathers may need to spend more time with their children,
particularly their sons, ifthey wish to have more impact on their self-esteem. Fathers
should be encouraged to look for opportunities where they can spend time with
their children and praise and encourage them for their accomplishments.
It should be noted that closeness to significant others is only one of the many
factors which influence children's self-esteem and its development. Other more
specific variables (e.g., intellectual ability, achievement, perceived competence,
cognitive styles and beliefS, social competence, parental warmth, family dynamics,
and positive statements made by parents) have been related to self-esteem. Future
research could focus on manipulating some ofthese specific variables via intervention
studies and noting the impact on children's self-esteem.
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